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Introduction 

The purpose of this report 
is to provide guidance on 
the form of the CAHST 
project: how the system 
fits into, complements, 
and creates value for 
the surrounding station 
area and corridor 
communities. 

Purpose 
High-speed rail is a complex undertaking. The success of the CAHST will be measured in both function and 
form.  The CAHST Business Plan and Environmental Impact Study reports address function: how safely, quickly, 
and efficiently people are moved between important places in California and how environmental impacts are 
mitigated.  This document is intended to assist local jurisdictions and communities in planning to integrate the 
CAHST project. 

The urban design guidelines presented in this report are based upon international examples where cities 
and transit agencies have incorporated sound urban design principles as integral elements of large-scale 
transportation systems.  The guidelines: 

• Are dynamic and flexible. They can be updated as necessary, particularly as the project gets closer to 
implementation, and even after implementation. 

• Supplement the Authority’s on-going environmental review and design process. 

• Are descriptive and suggestive.  They apply to areas immediately surrounding proposed stations. Principles, 
examples, and guidance on ways to integrate the CAHST in a context-sensitive manner within California are 
provided.  

PB’s PlaceMaking Group 2 



 

 
  

   
   
  

  

  
    
    
    
  

  
   
  

   

   

  
  
  

Report Organization 
This CAHST Urban Design Guideline report is intended to identify how the unique characteristics of high-speed 
rail stations can be catalysts for creating places connected to the larger communities in which they are located. 
This concept is explained and illustrated throughout the document as described below. 

Chapter I – Introduction.  This chapter explains the importance of urban design in the context of high-  
speed rail and the context in which this report should be used. 

Chapter II – Seizing the Opportunity.  This chapter describes how urban design can allow  
communities to take advantage of CAHST opportunities.  Lessons learned from existing  
high-speed rail systems are identified. 

Chapter III – A Catalyst for Community Building. This chapter describes how development-oriented transit  
and transit-oriented development (TOD) are part of station district design. 

Station Area Urban Design Guidelines 
Chapter IV - Assure Community Fit.   This chapter provides specific recommendations for creating great  

places around CAHST project station areas.  It describes techniques for connecting  
stations to the streets and existing or potential new development within easy walking  
distance and focuses on capturing benefits from CAHST project system elements to improve  
their role in “place-making”. 

Chapter V – Create an Urban Station District.  This chapter provides specific recommendations for  
focusing high density development around the station and linking the station area with  
the surrounding land uses with an emphasis on the pedestrian. 

Chapter VI – Connect to Community.  This chapter focuses on urban design guidelines to manage the multi- 
modal nature of the station and to avoid conflicts with automobiles, local transit, bicyclists and  

Chapter VII – Get the Details Right.  This chapter notes the detail elements, such as wayfinding, aesthetics, 
building scale, and defined entries that create a safe and inviting place. 

Chapter VIII – Assuring Good CAHST Project Urban Design Outcomes. This chapter briefly discusses the 
pedestrians. next steps for implementation, including the potential urban design roles and responsibilities of  

the parties involved with the CAHST project, and suggests a process for assuring good CAHST  
  urban design outcomes. 
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High-Speed Transit, Urban Design, and Development 
Urban design is the broad over-arching practice that builds communities and creates great places.  Urban 
design addresses built form, how stations are integrated into corridor communities in terms of the transit 
facility design, and the supporting surrounding land uses.  Respecting the environment, promoting economic 
development, and social equity, all while creating distinct, attractive places of lasting value are key 
components of good urban design. The application of sound urban design principles to the CAHST project will 
help to: 

Maximize the performance of the transportation investment. 

 Enhance the livability of the communities it serves. 

 Create long-term value. 

 Sensitively integrate the project into the diversity of communities along the corridor. 

The CAHST project is planned to provide intercity high-speed train service on over 800 miles of track 
throughout California that will connect the major population centers of Sacramento, the San Francisco Bay 
Area, the Central Valley, Los Angeles, the Inland Empire, Orange County, and San Diego. The CAHST system is 
envisioned as a state-of-the-art, electrically powered, high-speed, steel-wheel-on-steel-rail technology which 
will include state-of-the-art safety, signaling, and automated train-control systems. The trains will be capable of 
operating at speeds of up to 220 miles per hour (mph) over a fully grade-separated, dedicated track alignment 
with an expected express-trip time between Los Angeles and San Francisco of approximately 2 hours and 40 
minutes.  The system is to include 24 rail stations, all of which will provide convenient access to local public 
transit services. Other stations, such as San Francisco, Los Angeles, San Diego and Sacramento, will also 
provide access to regional and intercity bus and rail services for longer distance travel. 

“Urbanism works 
when it creates 
a journey as 
desirable as the 
destination.” 

Paul Goldberger, 
Architecture Critic, New Yorker 
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Seizing the Opportunity 

Urban Design 
Urban design is the art and science of bringing together the many diverse aspects of place-making to create 
beautiful, desirable places that function well for residents and visitors alike. It involves, but transcends, many 
disciplines - such as planning, architecture, transportation, economics, landscape architecture, and engineering 
– by focusing on realistic and desirable visions for station areas with identification of the skills and resources 
necessary for realization. 

what 
makes 
good 
design? 

Places for People Enrich the Existing Work with the Landscape 
To be successful, places must be New development should enrich Energy and amenity are maximized 
well used and well loved. the best aspects of existing places. when a balance exists between, 

man-made and natural. 

Make Connections 
Places need to be easy to get to 
and integrate well with their 

Mix Uses and Forms 
Stimulating, enjoyable, and  
convenient places meet a variety of 

Design for Change 
The future requires flexible        
places that are able to respond 

Manage the Investment 
Successful projects are well cared 
for and economically viable. 

surroundings needs and desires. to changing conditions. 



 

 

 

 

 

Considerations for Urban Design 
Planning for CAHST requires “unlearning” many of our conventional notions about transit station design.     
High-speed rail stations are different than the transit stations that currently exist in California in many 
important ways: they are physically much larger; serve different trip purposes; and will be multi-modal “hub” 
stations, with a city center location preference. While many high-speed train passengers will drive to the station, 
direct connection to local and regional transit and rail, and locations in the heart of downtowns will encourage 
the use of other modes of travel, including walking and biking. Considerations that must be addressed during 
the process of designing CAHST stations are: 

The role of the station. Consider the role the station will play in the community and how the physical size of the 
station will affect that role.  Is the station a dominant feature of the landscape? Architecturally, should it fade-
away? Will the station serve as a new “front door” to the community? What does that imply for the organization 
of land use, the design of streets, and public spaces? 

New transportation hub.  Like a small airport without runways, the CAHST stations will need to accommodate 
large numbers of intermodal connections to the local transportation network of buses, shuttles, taxis, cars, 
bicycles and pedestrians. Development-oriented transit and TOD, as discussed in the next chapter, can help 
address the issue of how the station is connected to the community.  

• Multi-modal nature of the station.  Consider how people will be moving in and out of the station, and how 
the station will be integrated with other modes of transportation.  How will people access cars, transit, bikes 
and the street network?  How will wayfinding work?  

• The location of parking. It will be important to locate and configure station parking so that it doesn’t create 
a barrier between the community and the station.  The Authority intends to include all parking identified 
as necessary for the HST project at market rates. This should provide sufficient financial incentive to build 
needed parking facilities for HST users, including structured parking. 

Community growth.  With supportive planning, the accessibility provided by a high-speed rail station can be 
transformative for some communities. Each community needs to carefully consider how to leverage the coming 
of high-speed rail and how it fits into their vision for the future.  Preparation of new downtown plans or specific 
plans for the district surrounding the station will be important next steps for most communities. 
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Seizing the Opportunity 

Lessons Learned from Abroad 
How do we strive to optimize the benefits of high-speed rail and integrate it seamlessly into our communities?  
Because high-speed rail, as the Authority envisions it, is different than what we are accustomed to in the United 
States, Europe and Asia (e.g., TGV, AVE, ICE, Taiwan, etc.) offer lessons learned on how they integrate high-
speed rail into their communities. 

Have a Vision 
For high-speed rail to enhance a local community, it must relate to the activity patterns and developments in 
the communities it serves and complement the community’s vision.  Planning for high-speed rail cannot be 
done in a vacuum.  The larger statewide effort, and local planning effort, must consider how the location of 
the line fits into the vision for the city as a whole.  When cities plan how the development around high-speed 
rail stations fits within their overall city strategies before construction, opportunities to optimize benefits are 
available.  In some cases, the design of the infrastructure and services has been modified to better fi t within 
the local community, strengthening the success of the community along the corridor. 

Focus on Business and Service-Oriented Travel 
A significant sector of the high-speed rail travel market is business professionals.  Related service sectors 
(e.g., business, public administration, leisure, commerce, and tourism) should be located within easy access to 
support these travelers.  Redevelopment and regeneration needs to be geared towards the service economy. 

Connect the Station 
The station environment must be a great pedestrian oriented place with connections, both visual and physical, 
that are clear and safe leading people to and from the station.  Local transit should be well connected with the 
station, balanced by accommodations for the car.  Streets closest to the station should be designed to promote 
pedestrian use. 

One Size Station Does Not Fit All 
Stations can serve multiple functions in cities, depending on the vision for the city.  They can be focal points, or 
can blend into the background.  By paying attention to this detail, stations can serve to provide an opportunity 
for “rebranding” a community. 
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Stations Can be Destinations 
The area immediately around a station, or the station itself, can be 
destinations with multiple functions. They can provide new services or 
be an architectural landmark providing new experiences. Integration into 
the city’s community vision and other land uses is important so that the 
station complements, not competes, with other destinations in the city. 

It Can Change Your City 
The arrival of high-speed rail provides the opportunity for some of the 
smaller cities on the corridor to become more. Larger cities can re-
orient themselves to the station and provide connections to the existing 
destinations in town.  High-speed rail provides the opportunity to tap 
into new economic development strategies, but they will only succeed 
if careful planning occurs and thought is given to what the market 
can support.  Places that do not go through the exercise of thoughtful 
planning have missed the opportunity.  

Back to the Future 
Rail stations that are being praised around the world are those that have 
unique architectural attributes.  They return to the “romance of rail’s 
past” with grand entrances and a sense of celebration. Because of the 
locations in the city center, the high-speed rail stations essentially serve 
as the gateway to the city. 

Political Leadership Required 
Strong political leadership will help move the local vision forward.  A 
vision needs a political champion who will help move the vision forward 
and work to overcome hurdles that get in the way. 
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Hanover’s New Front Door 
Hauptbahnhof Main Station, Hanover, Germany. Extensively 
modernized as part of preparations for EXPO 2000, this station 
is one of the finest in all of Germany, and demonstrates many 
high-speed rail urban design best practices. Although this station 
serves more long distance trains than any other German city 
(over 600 daily), its connection and relationship with surrounding 
neighborhoods and local transit services is outstanding. A favorite 
local meeting place, the refurbished and welcoming Ernst August 
Plaza acts as the front door to both the station and the city.  This 
‘station square’ is free of cars and activated throughout the day 
and night with cafes, retail, lively water fountains, and connection to 
trams on adjacent streets. Subtly but effectively lit by an overhead 
canopy of lights, aesthetic excellence is achieved by the high quality 
plaza paving, focal sculpture, architectural detailing, ground floor 
retail, and comfortable seating areas. Passerelle, a 30 year old 
surface street and underground pedestrian arcade and part of the 
EXPO 2000 renovations, connects directly to the station providing an 
effective link to the heart of the city. 

High speed rail service (InterCityExpress) became available at the 
station in 1991, and this national system has grown significantly 
since. Modern tram service, the Hanover Stadtbahn (S-Bahn), 
began operation in 1976.  The system is a light rail design, but 
in combination with underground sections in the downtown.  
The remainder of the system is at street level, and the majority 
operates within a separate right-of-way.  The S-Bahn lines converge 
on the downtown and the station to provide a well integrated 
system, offering easy connections between local transit and the 
InterCityExpress service.  



  
 

 

 

Seizing the Opportunity 

“The station 
becomes like a 
business card for 
the city.” 

Andreas Heym, chief architect 
responsible for more than 100 
new stations worldwide 

Plan Your Most Important Place 
The scale of opportunity surrounding CAHST project stations is unprecedented in modern California history. 
Like “Union Stations” more than a century ago, high-speed rail stations bring with them opportunities to 
define where the most important places of the future will be.  Successful station areas will reinforce both the 
surrounding community and the CAHST system.  CAHST stations must link with the adjacent community’s vision 
for how it wants to grow, ideally assisting with creation of “livable” higher density, mixed-use and walkable, 
transit-rich places. 

For CAHST, station area development may take many forms – from new communities to redevelopment and 
infill. Experience from Europe and Asia indicates that development implications of CAHST are much different 
than with conventional urban transit (such as BART in the Bay Area, or MTDB in San Diego). CAHST presents 
the opportunity for transformative change at a variety of scales – such as a gradual shifting of the center of a 
downtown towards the HST station, or the creation of entirely new urban districts. CAHST could serve as the 
spine of a new “transit region,” where you don’t need to rely on an automobile to get around. 

CAHST + Regional Transit  

HSR will link major metropolitan areas 
together allowing users to access a 
variety of transit system and services. 
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Changing How California Moves and Grows 
CAHST can be a game changer for how California moves between regions and within regions.  If global 
experience is a guide, the coming of CAHST can be an effective catalyst for establishing and expanding high 
quality transit within the communities it serves. 

CAHST stations will serve not only as local destinations and centers of activity, but as places where enhanced 
local transit systems connect. Development around CAHST stations should not only serve the high-speed train 
users, but also local commuters. The success of CAHST and its linkage to local transit systems will assist with 
proliferation of TOD across regions, in addition to areas immediately surrounding HST stations, playing an 
important role in the overall form of future growth in California. 

High-Speed Rail Light Rail Regional Light Rail Suburban 
Center Urban Station District Center TOD 

Transit Connected Regions 

HIgh speed rail stations provide 
the opportunity for leveraging 
the regional transportation net-
works and reshaping California 
communities so you don’t need 
to rely on an automobile. 
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Seizing the Opportunity 

Connecting Old and New  
Kyoto Station, Japan. One of the largest railway stations in the world, serving as Kyoto’s transportation 
hub with access to Japan Railways, Kintetsu Railways, the Karasuma Subway Line as well as city buses and 
long distance/overnight highway buses.  The train and subway platforms are located beneath the 15-story, 
glass plated grey monolith.  The building’s design is in stark contrast to the temples and shrines that 
represent traditional Kyoto, and that contrast is intentional.  The building, completed in 1997, was designed 
by Japanese architect Hara Hiroshi’s “to convey historical Kyoto through a modern aesthetic” (www.japan-
guide.com). The construction of the Kyoto Station set in motion a new era of high-rise developments in the 
city and has been credited with promoting more contemporary attitudes. 

The station seeks to be a symbol of the old and new Kyoto with its grand building and spectacular views of 
the temples and shrines.  An open air observation deck is located on the roof of the station building and a 
skyway tunnel on the 11th story runs the entire length of the station and provides views of the station and 
city. 

Not only does Kyoto Station serve as a landmark both in physical size and historical significance in the 
transformation of the city, it is a multi-functional destination with public and private spaces.  The complex 
has a shopping mall, several small museums, three movie theaters, national department store, two parking 
garages, a game center, hotel, government offices, restaurants and office space. Live concerts and 
comedy shows provide entertainment at the station on the weekends.  

The station is located between two parts of Kyoto.  On the north side, Karasuma faces downtown, with the 
main street leading downtown, and is a busier activity center.  The main bus terminal is located on this side 
as are hotels and office buildings. To the south is Hachijo, which is not as busy but also has hotels, Toji 
Temple, and highway bus stops.  
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Get Started, Keep at It 
Unlocking the promise of high-speed rail will require consistent, long-term attention. CAHST stations will 
perform differently than more traditional transit stations. 

Seizing development opportunities starts with undertaking a station district plan.  Typically this involves a 
comprehensive community driven process resulting in a vision; a land use and transportation framework; 
and a clear strategy for achieving two. In California, the preferred vehicle is likely to be the preparation of a 
specific plan. The specific plan needs to balance land use and transportation goals with environmental and 
economic interests. 

Successful station district plans need to take into account housing production, access and circulation issues, 
place-making, and the public infrastructure required to create neighborhoods and high quality TOD.  The 
plan will address the type, location, extent, intensity and mix of uses needed to create an active vital transit-
oriented district and an implementation and public finance strategy to help close the gap between the vision 
and what the market will support. The process of completing a station district plan can be thought of as an 
iterative process involving three steps: 

Step 1 – Background: This phase starts by culling through existing plans, understanding emerging trends, 
collecting best practices and interviewing stakeholders to understand their hopes and fears for the station 
area. The result is a briefing book and a “foundation quilt” of how the existing plans and policies fi t together 
as a starting point for the next step. Three Steps to a Station District Plan 

Step 2 – Alternatives: This phase revolves around highly inclusive design 
charrettes with key stakeholders. The charrettes result in a vision for the 
station area leading to the development and testing of alternative TOD 
plans. These alternative scenarios may be further tested and refi ned with 
stakeholders. 

Step 3 – Strategy: The strategy phase focuses on preparation of 
a preferred TOD Plan (land use, parks open space, transportation, 
renderings and 3-D visualization) backstopped with a real estate and   
implementation strategy to fill the gap between the vision and what the 
market can support.  

Background Alternatives Strategy 
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